Sensitization to airborne molds and its health effects in peat moss processing plant workers.
The goal of this study was to evaluate the incidence of sensitization to the major molds found in peat dust in workers exposed to stored peat moss and the health impact of this sensitization. Air samples from each plant were obtained to measure the levels of airborne molds, bacteria, and dust. There were 189 workers from 14 peat moss processing plants (3 all-year mixing plants and 11 seasonal plants) recruited for the study. The subjects completed a symptoms questionnaire, underwent spirometric measurements and skin-prick tests, and gave venous blood samples. Blood samples from 43 nonexposed control subjects were also taken. A similar percentage of smokers from both plant types was observed. Twenty-eight percent of the workers tested had a positive serum reaction to at least one of the tested molds. The percentage of positive workers varied from plant to plant, going from none in 4 plants to 14 out of 21 for 1 plant. This variability was not correlated with the airborne levels of molds. FEV tended to be lower in the workers with positive antibodies compared with seronegative workers. IgG positive frequency was higher for those workers employed in the all-year plants, and workers from those plants had lower FEV/FVC than seasonal plant workers. Seasonal plants were more contaminated with molds than all-year mixing plants, suggesting that the duration of exposure may trigger more sensitization than the level of exposure. We conclude that there is a high incidence of mold sensitization in peat moss factory workers and that this sensitization may have a negative respiratory health impact.